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Abstract

BACKGROUND
Multidrug-resistant Gram-negative bacteria, exacerbated by excessive use of anti-
microbials and immunosuppressants, are a major health threat.

AIM

To study the clinical efficacy and safety of colistin sulfate in the treatment of car-
bapenem-resistant Gram-negative bacilli-induced pneumonia, and to provide
theoretical reference for clinical diagnosis and treatment.

METHODS

This retrospective analysis involved 54 patients with Gram-negative bacilli
pneumonia admitted to intensive care unit of The General Hospital of the
Northern Theater Command of the People's Liberation Army of China from
August 2020 to June 2022. After bacteriological culture, the patients' airway
secretions were collected to confirm the presence of Gram-negative bacilli. The
patients were divided into the experimental and control groups according to the
medication used. The research group consisted of 28 patients who received
polymyxin sulfate combined with other drugs through intravenous, nebulization,
or intravenous combined with nebulization, with a daily dosage of 1.5-3.0 million
units. The control group consisted of 26 patients who received standard dosages
of other antibiotics (including sulbactam sodium for injection, cefoperazone
sodium sulbactam for injection, tigecycline, meropenem, or vaborbactam).

RESULTS

Of the 28 patients included in the research group, 26 patients showed impro-
vement, treatment was ineffective for two patients, and one patient died, with the
treatment efficacy rate of 92.82%. Of the 26 patients in the control group, 18
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patients improved, treatment was ineffective for eight patients, and two patients died, with the treatment efficacy
rate of 54.9%; significant difference was observed between the two groups (P < 0.05). The levels of white blood cell
(WBC), procalcitonin (PCT), and C-reactive protein (CRP) in both groups were significantly lower after treatment
than before treatment (P < 0.05), and the levels of WBC, PCT, and CRP in the research group were significantly
lower than those in the control group (P < 0.05). Compared with before treatment, there were no significant
changes in aspartate aminotransferase, creatinine, and glomerular filtration rate in both groups, while total
bilirubin and alanine aminotransferase decreased after treatment (P < 0.05) with no difference between the groups.
In patients with good clinical outcomes, the sequential organ failure assessment (SOFA) score was low when
treated with inhaled polymyxin sulfate, and specific antibiotic treatment did not improve the outcome. Sepsis and
septic shock as well as a low SOFA score were independent factors associated with good clinical outcomes.

CONCLUSION

Polymyxin sulfate has a significant effect on the treatment of patients with multiple drug-resistant Gram-negative
bacilli pneumonia and other infections in the lungs and is safe and reliable. Moreover, the administration route of
low-dose intravenous injection combined with nebulization shows better therapeutic effects and lower adverse
reactions, providing new ideas for clinical administration.

Key Words: Colistin sulfate; Extensively drug-resistant; Pneumonia; Intravenous combined with nebulization; Sepsis;
Nephrotoxicity; Neurotoxicity

©The Author(s) 2024. Published by Baishideng Publishing Group Inc. All rights reserved.

Core Tip: Multidrug-resistant Gram-negative bacteria, exacerbated by excessive use of antimicrobials and immunosup-
pressants, are a major health threat. Colistin sulfate provides comprehensive, highly sensitive coverage against these
bacteria. For pulmonary infections, its use via intravenous and nebulization methods improves cure rates and reduces
adverse reactions, including renal and neurotoxicity. It also significantly ameliorates clinical symptoms in sepsis patients,
proving to be safe and reliable.
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INTRODUCTION

Polymyxin is a polypeptide antibiotic obtained from the culture solution of Bacillus polymyxa[1]. The components are
named A, B, C, D, and E5 according to their chemical structures. Polymyxin B and Polymyxin E (sulfate polymyxin) were
successfully developed in the 1950s and have been used in the treatment of infections caused by Gram-negative bacteria,
particularly Pseudomonas aeruginosa (P. aeruginosa); however, they were abandoned in the 1970s owing to their narrow
antibacterial spectrum and high nephrotoxicity[2]. With the extensive use of antimicrobial drugs and immunosup-
pressants, multidrug- or pandrug-resistant Gram-negative bacteria, particularly drug-resistant Acinetobacter baumannii (A.
baumannii), P. aeruginosa, and Klebsiella pneumoniae (K. pneumoniae), pose a serious threat to human health. The number of
drugs available for clinical use is decreasing, and the development and marketing of new antimicrobial drugs cannot
keep pace with the rapidly increasing trend of drug resistance[3-4]. In recent years, the old drug polymyxin has achieved
good results in infections caused by multidrug-resistant Gram-negative bacteria, including A. baumannii, P. aeruginosa, and
K. pneumoniae, and has therefore received renewed clinical attention[5]. Polymyxin has multiple antibacterial
mechanisms, mainly through acting on the bacterial cell membrane and causing important intracellular substances to
leak, thus exhibiting bactericidal effect. In nature, many microbes exhibit drug resistance; therefore, finding a novel and
highly effective broad-spectrum antibacterial agent has become a hot topic in the field of medicine. Polycationic
polymyxin can bind to the outer membrane of Gram-negative bacteria, disrupt bacterial integrity, increase the
permeability of the bacterial cell membrane, resulting in the leakage and death of major bacterial cell components[6].
Simultaneously, polymyxin carrying positive charge forms electrostatic bonds/interactions with negatively charged
lipopolysaccharides on the bacterial cell membrane[7]. This electrostatic action can cause replacement of calcium and
magnesium ions, which have a stabilizing effect on lipopolysaccharide molecules, in the outer membrane. This study
observed that electrostatic action (1) has a great impact on the structure and function of polymyxin biofilm; (2) alters cell
membrane permeability, reduces intracellular osmotic pressure, and inhibits phosphatidylinositol kinase activity; and (3)
connects the polymyxin fatty acid chain more closely to the cell membrane, destroying bacterial cell integrity[8]. Second,
an important characteristic of polymyxin is its ability to bind to lipopolysaccharides. It can inhibit the interaction between
lipid and protein molecules through various pathways, thereby protecting the body from damage. In addition, it can
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effectively prevent bleeding caused by damage to vascular endothelial cells. Notably, the lipid components of polymyxin
can specifically bind to and remove lipopolysaccharides, which plays a crucial role in the treatment of endotoxin shock[9,
10]. Endotoxins are the major components in the outer membrane of Gram-negative bacteria and can activate macro-
phages and neutrophils to release inflammatory mediators and induce sepsis, causing tissue destruction or death[11-13].
Currently, specific anti-endotoxin drugs are lacking in clinical practice. Owing to the its specific structure, polymyxin has
been used as a lipopolysaccharide inactivator and adsorbent and clinically proven effective for the management of
patients with sepsis[14]. Extensively drug-resistant Gram-negative bacilli (XDR-GNB) such as Escherichia coli (E. coli), K.
pneumoniae, P. aeruginosa, and A. baumannii are clinically important human pathogens[15]. The mortality rate of
pneumonia caused by XDR-GN pathogens is extremely high. Currently, only a few effective antimicrobial strategies are
available against XDR-GN bacteria[16]. Sulfate polymyxin has been used as a rescue therapy for pneumonia caused by
XDR-GNBJ4]. In addition, emerging cephalosporin-class beta-lactamase inhibitors (ceftazidime-avibactam, cefepime-
tazobactam, ceftolozane, and eravacycline) are active against XDR-GNB that cause pneumonia in intensive care unit
(ICU) patients. In addition to sulfate polymyxin, new cephalosporins can be used to treat pneumonia caused by XDR-
GNB[17]. However, owing to the high cost of new cephalosporin/beta-lactamase inhibitors, unavailability in middle-
income countries, high antibiotic pressure in the ICU, and high risk of antibiotic resistance, polymyxin is considered the
best treatment for pneumonia caused by XDR-GNB. Researchers have found that intravenous injection leads to poor
distribution of sulfate polymyxin at the infection site, which may have a negative impact on the treatment of pneumonia
and tracheobronchitis caused by multidrug-resistant XDR-GNB. Inhalation therapy has shown a wide prospect of
expanding indications, including respiratory diseases such as lower respiratory tract infections[18] Theoretically, the
inhalation route of administration is more appropriate for sulfate polymyxins to directly reach at the infection site and
reduce systemic side effects[19]. Polymyxin sulfate is the first antibiotic independently developed by China, which is
fermented by Bacillus polymyxa. Its main components are polymyxin E1 (also known as colistin A) and polymyxin E2
(also known as polymyxin B). It is an active drug that does not require hydrolysis in the body to exert antibacterial
activity. Studies have found that as an important choice for combined or single treatment of intravenous antimicrobial
drugs, the adjunctive nebulization route can improve the clinical effect and microbial eradication rate of patients with
XDR-GNB pneumonia, and its safety is relatively high. However, it does not affect the overall mortality rate of patients
with hospital-acquired pneumonia/ventilator-associated pneumonia[20-23].

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Subjects

This is a retrospective study involving 105 patients with pneumonia caused by XDR-GN who were admitted to the ICU of
The General Hospital of the Northern Theater Command of the People's Liberation Army of China between August 2020
and June 2022. Since it is a retrospective study, the informed consent is waived. The inclusion criteria were as follows:
Age 18-80 years; confirmed diagnosis of pneumonia caused by XDR E. coli, K. pneumoniae, P. aeruginosa, or A. baumannii;
at least two consecutive samples on different d (minimum time interval of 24 h) showing the presence of XDR-GNB in
bronchial secretions or bronchoalveolar lavage samples; and at least six doses of inhaled or intravenous sulfate
polymyxin. Patients under 18 years or over 80 years of age, with polymicrobial pneumonia, cystic fibrosis, or lung
transplantation were excluded.

Relevant diagnostic criteria

Antimicrobial susceptibility testing was performed in vitro, following the norms used in the clinical and laboratory
standard studies. Resistance was evaluated based on the minimum inhibitory concentration (MIC), which is widely
recognized for guiding rational drug use. Currently, MIC is one of the most commonly used international indicators for
evaluating the efficacy and safety of antimicrobial drugs. XDR-GNB are defined as a class of bacteria that are only
relatively sensitive to polymyxin, and mainly include E. coli, K. pneumoniae, P. aeruginosa, and A. baumannii, as detected in
the laboratory[24].

Clinical outcomes were divided into three stages: Clinical cure (symptoms and signs related to the infection dis-
appeared after the administration of sulfate polymyxin), clinical improvement (improved when compared with before the
administration of sulfate polymyxin), and clinical failure (continued or worsened symptoms and signs related to the
infection even after the administration of sulfate polymyxin and/or death). Infection recurrence was defined as the
appearance of symptoms, such as fever and shortness of breath, within 72 h after stopping sulfate polymyxin; laboratory
indicators indicating bacterial infection, such as CRP, procalcitonin (PCT), and white blood cell (WBC) count; and no
other infection foci. Favorable clinical outcomes include clinical cure or improvement, and unfavorable outcomes include
clinical failure or recurrence[25]. Two physicians who were unaware of the study protocol independently analyzed the
clinical outcomes. None of the participants underwent any examination or trial. There were no significant differences
between the groups. In case of a discrepancy with the clinical outcome in patients, the reviewer will re-evaluate the
information.

Treatment methods

The study involved 54 patients who were divided into experimental and control groups according to their medication
status. In the research group, 28 patients were treated with sulfate polymyxin (National Medicine Approval Number
H31020822, batch number 20180324) in combination with tigecycline at a daily dosage of 150-300 million units,
administered intravenously, nebulized, or a combination of both. The efficacy and adverse reactions were observed in the
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two groups. The control group of 26 patients received the standard dosage of another antibiotic (tigecycline). To avoid
serious side effects caused by inhaled polymyxin B, inhaled glucocorticoids and bronchodilators were administered 30
min before treatment. A vibrating mesh nebulizer was used to improve the nebulization performance of inhaled sulfate
polymyxin. The vibrating mesh nebulizer is placed upstream of the inspiratory arm and a constant inspiratory flow
volume control method is selected. The humidification system is removed during inhalation, and it is restored after
nebulization. All patients receive the same nebulized dose of drug treatment: 125000 to 250000 units per use. Lung
function was reviewed every two wk or one month. After nebulization, the expiratory filter was replaced. Each treatment
group was implemented by one or two experienced physicians. Both treatment groups received the same treatment
measures at each stage. All subjects were randomly divided into two groups for controlled trials. In both treatment
groups, sulfate polymyxin was administered for more than 3 d.

Clinical efficacy evaluation

Referring to the "Technical Guiding Principles for Clinical Trials of Antimicrobial Drugs"[26], clinical efficacy of different
treatments was analyzed in all patients. This includes general condition, clinical features, and non-microbiological
indicators, including biochemical indicators and laboratory examinations. The clinical effectiveness in all patients was
evaluated based on the WBC count, PCT level, and CRP level before and after the treatment. The SOFA scoring system
was used to score the patients.

Liver and kidney function evaluation

The changes in the liver and kidney function indicators, such as total bilirubin, alanine aminotransferase (ALT), aspartate
aminotransferase (AST), creatinine, and glomerular filtration rate, were recorded and analyzed. Microbiological
diagnoses were performed using routine biochemical methods.

Neurotoxicity reaction diagnostic criteria[27]

Grade 0: No clinical manifestations; Grade 1: Sensory dullness, completely disappeared within one wk; Grade 2:
Completely disappeared within 21 d; Grade 3: Did not completely disappear within 21 d; Grade 4: Accompanied by
functional impairment.

Statistical analysis

Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS 22.0. Continuous data were expressed as mean + SD, and independent
sample t-test was used for comparison between groups; discrete data were expressed as percentages, and chi-square test (
x* test) was used for comparison between groups. P < 0.05 indicated that the difference was statistically significant. The
study explores the clinical effectiveness of sulfate polymyxin and its impact on in-hospital mortality: With or without
sepsis; A. baumannii drug-resistant bacteria and E. coli drug-resistant bacteria and P. aeruginosa XDR bacteria; with or
without immunosuppression as indicators; the median SOFA score was used to assess patients’ conditions.

RESULTS

General patient information

A total of 54 patients diagnosed with pneumonia caused by XDR-GN bacteria, who were admitted to our hospital
between August 2020 and June 2022, were included in the study. The clinical data mainly included the following aspects:
The research group was comprised of 15 males and 13 females of age ranging from 24 to 75 years, with an average of
(57.22 + 11.07) years. The control group was comprised of 14 males and 12 females of age ranging from 28 to 78 years, i.e.,
(57.22 £ 11.07) years. All patients had confirmed diagnosis of pneumonia caused by XDR-GN bacteria based on sputum
culture and bacteriological examination. There was no statistically significant difference between the two groups, and all
research subjects were diagnosed with pulmonary infectious diseases according to the standards of the National Institutes
of Health in the United States. The hospitalized patients were randomly divided into experimental and control groups.
The research group comprising 28 patients was administered polymyxin sulfate in combination with anti-infective
therapy, of which 8 were administered intravenous medication, 10 were administered nebulized medication, and 10 were
administered a combination of intravenous and nebulized medications. The duration of polymyxin sulfate medication
was 3-55 (10.94 £ 1.86) d. The control group of 26 patients was treated with tigecycline in combination with anti-infective
therapy, of which 6 were administered intravenous medication, 10 were administered nebulized medication, and 10 were
administered a combination of intravenous and nebulized medications. The duration of antibiotic medication was 3-55
(11.43 £4.98) d.

Clinical efficacy

The research group included 28 patients, of which 26 patients showed clinical improvement, one patient showed clinical
failure of the treatment, and another one patient died. The treatment efficacy rate was 92.82%. The control group included
26 patients, of which 18 showed clinical improvement, six patients showed clinical failure, and two patients died. The
treatment efficacy rate was 69.23%. There was a significant difference in the treatment efficacy rate between the two
groups (P < 0.05).
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Comparison of laboratory test results before and after treatment in both groups

The comparison of laboratory test results before and after treatment in the two groups showed that the levels of WBC,
PCT, and CRP significantly decreased after treatment compared with before treatment in both groups, and the difference
was statistically significant (P < 0.05), as shown in Table 1. The levels of WBC and PCT significantly decreased after
treatment in the research group, and CRP level significantly decreased in both groups.

Comparison of liver and kidney functions before and after treatment in both groups

There were no significant changes in AST, creatinine, and glomerular filtration rate before and after treatment in both
groups, but total bilirubin and ALT levels decreased to varying degrees in control group (P < 0.05, Table 2). There were
no significant differences in other indicators between the two groups.

Comparison of neurotoxicity before and after treatment in both groups

The incidence of neurotoxicity was as follows: Grade 0, 19 cases (67.85%); Grade 1, five cases (17.85%); Grade 2, three
cases (10.71%); and Grade 3, one case (3.57%), with a total incidence of nine cases (32.14%) in the research group vs 15
(57.69%), 5 (19.23%), 5 (19.23%), 1 (3.84%), and 11 (42.30%), respectively, in the control group. There were no significant
differences between the two groups (y* = 3.02, P > 0.05), as shown in Table 1.

Comparison of clinical features after treatment between the two groups
Univariate analysis of clinical features of 54 patients with pneumonia showed that patients treated with inhaled
polymyxin sulfate had good clinical outcomes and lower SOFA scores (Table 3).

DISCUSSION

A. baumannii, K. pneumoniae, and P. aeruginosa are the most common Gram-negative bacilli causing pneumonia[28].
Pathogens present in ICU show antibiotic resistance[29]. The mortality rate of pneumonia caused by XDR-GNB is high
(46%-60%)[30]. Because polymyxin sulfate has poor permeability through the lung parenchyma and causes systemic
toxicity when administered intravenously, nebulized polymyxin sulfate is often used to treat pneumonia caused by
multidrug-resistant or Gram-negative bacilli[31]. However, the lack of optimization of nebulization technology and
dosage limitations restrict its clinical application[32]. Existing clinical and experimental evidence suggest that nebulized
high-dose colistimethate sodium may be effective against multidrug resistance. Whether nebulized high-dose polymyxin
sulfate is therapeutically equivalent or better compared to intravenous ceftazidime (cephalosporin)/p-lactamase
(lactamase) inhibitor is not yet known. Nebulized polymyxin sulfate is also used to treat pneumonia caused by
multidrug-resistant bacilli. However, there have been few reports on its safety when used to treat respiratory infections.
This article reviews the results of the related clinical trials and discusses these issues. Previous studies have shown that
the clearance rate of K. pneumoniae infection when treated with intravenous and nebulized polymyxin sulfate is higher
than that with polymyxin sulfate alone. The combined use of intravenous injection and nebulization can also reduce the
average intubation time and amount of polymyxin sulfate used during ICU hospitalization[33]. The main side effects of
polymyxin include nephrotoxicity and neurotoxicity[34]. Polymyxin exhibits certain degree of damaging effect on various
systems of the human body. The most common clinically used are p-lactam antibiotics (such as ampicillin). Polymyxin
can enter various organs of the body through the blood; the most significant toxicity of polymyxin is renal toxicity. Most
drug-induced nephrotoxicity is caused by at least one pathogenic mechanism, including changes in glomerular hemody-
namics, tubular cell toxicity, inflammation, oxidative damage, crystal nephropathy, or thrombotic microangiopathy[35].
Renal tubular epithelial cells are the main target cells of polymyxin. The accumulation of high concentrations of
polymyxin in the renal tubules causes severe apoptosis and necrosis of the epithelial cells[36]. Polymyxin binds to
glycoproteins on the apical cell membrane, resulting in increased cell membrane permeability, excretion of cations,
anions, and cell fluids, and continuous cell damage[37]; at the same time, some in vitro animal experiments have also
proven that the nephrotoxicity caused by polymyxin can increase reactive oxygen species due to the inhibition or damage
of the body's existing antioxidant defense system by the drug, thereby causing tissue cell oxidative damage and renal
function damage[38].

The incidence of neurotoxicity associated with polymyxin sulfate in the past 20 years has not been high, and the
condition is mild, with no severe symptoms, of muscle relaxation and respiratory paralysis. However, damage to the
central nervous system, particularly acute cerebral ischemic attack, has attracted widespread attention. This article
reviews the neurotoxic effects of polymyxin sulfate and the underlying mechanisms. The reason of neurotoxicity may be
that the neurons are rich in lipids, and polymyxin sulfate can combine with cell membrane lipids. Polymyxin sulfate
binds to the presynaptic binding site at the neuromuscular junction, inhibiting the release of acetylcholine into the
synapse, thus causing adverse reactions[39]. Similar to nephrotoxicity, polymyxin-induced neurotoxicity is concentration
dependent. It mainly manifests as motor and sensory function disorders, ataxia, and motor neuron injury. Severe
neurotoxicity can cause epileptic seizures, coma, and death. Serious complications often cause patients to become
disabled for life, and thus needs critical consideration. Because the incidence of neurotoxicity is low and the onset is
relatively mild, no specific treatment is provided in clinical practice, and symptoms can disappear by reducing the dose
or stopping the medication.

Sepsis, septic shock, and high SOFA scores could significantly affect the results. The differences between the current
research and previous trial results may be due to different doses and study populations. This review describes different
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Table 1 Comparison of white blood cell, procalcitonin, C-reactive protein levels in both group patients

Group White blood cell (x 10°IL) Procalcitonin (ugiL) CAREE D BEE

(mglL)
Control Group (1 = 26)
Before treatment 8.72+2.36 258 +£1.23 59.62 + 25.03
After treatment 8.53 +1.52% 3.86 +0.22" 39.42 +12.87°
Treatment Group (n = 28)
Before treatment 10.42 +2.87 222 £0.67 57.66 + 22.46
After treatment 6.25+2.72"" 0.54 +0.11°" 29.54 +13.43°"

P < 0.05, compared with before treatment.
PP < 0.05, compared with after treatment of control group.

Table 2 Comparison of total bilirubin, alanine transaminase, aspartate aminotransferase, creatinine, and glomerular filtration rate in

both groups

Group TBIL (umoliL) ALT (ULL) AST (UIL) Cr (umoliL) GFR (mL/min)
Control group (n = 26)
Before treatment 43.4 £20.97° 4235 +4.55° 40.29+£9.16 78.54 £15.67 97.28 £ 23.06
After treatment 2343 +5.28 35.96 + 3.66 39.88 + 8.54 85.46 +12.67 102.87 +30.24

Treatment group (n = 28)

Before treatment 38.92 £5.04 46.75+7.43 43.11+7.28 77.89 £15.38 92.45 +20.33

After treatment 38.26 £9.16 4113 £8.75 42.54 £10.01 72.34 £16,43 98.29 £18.98

P < 0.05, compared with before treatment.
TBIL: Total bilirubin; ALT: Alanine transaminase; AST: Aspartate aminotransferase; Cr: Creatinine; GFR: Glomerular filtration rate.

Table 3 Logistic regression analysis of predictive factors related to good clinical outcomes in 105 pneumonia

Variable OR 95%Cl P value
Sulfate colistin treatment 293 1.03-5.88 0.027
SOFA score 0.88 0.79-0.96 0.005
Septic shock 0.42 0.17-0.88 0.021

SOFA: Sequential organ failure assessment; OR: Odds ratio.

clinical situations and proposes suggestions for improving the efficacy. Intravenous administration is the most commonly
used route for administering medication to patients with sepsis and other infections. Existing research suggests that the
amount of polymyxin B used for intravenous and non-intravenous administration is relatively small, and that there are
many types of pathogens.

Polymyxin class of drugs (MDR) show strong antibacterial activity against A. baumannii, P. aeruginosa, K. pneumoniae,
and other Gram-negative bacteria and have become the "last line of defense" for the treatment of MDR Gram-negative
bacteria in foreign clinics. However, its pharmacokinetics, pharmacodynamics, and toxicology are not yet fully
understood; therefore, there are certain limitations on its clinical application. This article reviews the progress made by
domestic and foreign scholars in the pharmacokinetics and other aspects of polymyxin class of drugs in recent years.
Optimization of the medication plan; selection of the best dosage, method of administration, and interval of medication;
and improvement in the efficacy and safety of medication warrant a large number of randomized controlled trials.
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CONCLUSION

This study shows that compared to the conventional intravenous administration of polymyxin sulfate, nebulized
administration of polymyxin sulfate along with intravenous administration does not provide better efficacy and bacter-
icidal effect in patients with pneumonia caused by Gram-negative bacilli in the clinical setting. However, by controlling
continuous bacterial contamination of the respiratory tract from tracheal intubation (reduction of inoculum), it may
provide more beneficial clinical results. Although there are no such issues with non-specific infections, such as bronchitis
and emphysema, intravenous injection of polymyxin sulfate combined with nebulization may also be used for other
diseases. The study suggests a novel administration approach for clinical application and helps develop feasible
treatment plans that are safer and more acceptable to patients.
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